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As it turns out, there is no such thing as a bald-faced lie.
That is promising for any investigator in the law enforcement or homeland security arena and is the foundation of a
new Center for Homeland Defense and Security self-study course on detecting deception. The course was
developed in partnership with the Naval Research Laboratory in Washington, D.C.
Deception detection is based largely on the work of well-known psychologist Paul Ekman. His studies linked
involuntary facial expressions to emotions. Ekman and his associates identified universally recognized expressions
of seven basic emotions – anger, contempt, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness and surprise.
U.S. Naval researchers built upon Ekman’s work by studying whether those emotion-driven facial expressions could
gauge a person’s truthfulness. The Navy’s findings were subsequently incorporated into an instructor-led class on
the topic, Deception Detection Techniques Course. Dr. Ruth Willis, the NRL project lead, was invited by Dr. Kathleen
Kiernan to make a presentation on the topic to a CHDS master’s degree National Capital Region class, Special
Topics in Homeland Security.
The presentation generated so much interest that Willis worked with CHDS Chief Information Officer Jodi Stiles to
craft the only self-study version of the course. The course will be limited to CHDS alumni, students, associates and
staff.
“CHDS has the only online version of the course,” said. Willis. “I think the online capability provides something
special to a community such as CHDS that has differing amounts of time to invest in online training.”
The course comprises eight lessons including an overview, expressions and emotions, recognizing expressions in
real time, as well as other indicators such as body movement or speech. The last part of the course includes the
opportunity to practice the techniques.
There are challenges applying these techniques to assessing credibility. An emotional response to a question
doesn’t necessarily mean deceptiveness. An interview subject may be showing anger based on a matter unrelated
to the questioning, for example. Questioners sustain a heavy “cognitive load” as they form questions and listen to
answers while scrutinizing the subject’s facial cues. The interviewer must learn to make split-second assessments
about whether a response is so shaky as to warrant a follow-up question, something that requires practice and a
healthy dose of confidence.
While the training has obvious potential benefit for areas that use interviews for gathering information such as law
enforcement and homeland security, CHDS students working in other disciplines have found the techniques
applicable.
Captain Chris Milburn of the Long Beach, California, Fire Department found he was able to utilize the concept while
on an emergency medical call with multiple bystanders.
“Based on what I learned from the course, the way you’re exposed to making quick decisions, I was able to pinpoint
who I thought would be the most reliable person to get information from,” said Milburn, a current CHDS master’s
degree student. “It worked brilliantly.”
For homeland security professionals that comprise CHDS’ student composition, the leading-edge concepts that
drive course content at the Center give them added skills to keep the nation safer.
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“Deception detection raises situational awareness and gives them another tool in assessing threats,” said Kiernan.
The transition of the Deception Detection Techniques Course from instructor-led into an online format was funded by
the Domestic Preparedness Support Initiative.
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